






















































































effectively	renegotiating	Garcia’s	relationship	with	these	globally	powerful	product	brands.		 In	this	role,	retail	brands	are	not	only	or	simply,	as	in	the	past,	guarantors	of	quality,	in	part	because	product	brands	have	assumed	that	responsibility.	Instead,	many	retail	brands	have	explicitly	taken	on	a	curator’s	role:	a	content	specialist	selecting	and	distinguishing	cultural	products	within	a	large	catalog	of	potential	product	choices	available	today.	One	example	of	the	brand	as	curator	is	Whole	Foods	Market,	not	just	in	the	way	this	supermarket	brings	together	natural	and	organic	product	brands,	but	also	in	what	they	refuse	to	offer.	For	instance,	Whole	Foods	does	not	sell	Diet	Coke,	even	though	they	could	generate	enormous	revenues	from	it.	The	Whole	Foods	retail	brand	excludes	the	product	brand,	arguing	that	Diet	Coke	does	not	meet	their	standard.	Indeed,	carrying	Coca-Cola	products	may	damage	the	brand	that	they	have	worked	so	hard	to	establish.			 Curatorial	activities	among	brands	may,	to	borrow	Lury’s	(2010)	phrase,	re-intermediate	the	retailer	between	product	brands	and	consumers.	The	retailer	may	alter	the	larger	terrain	of	brand	relationships	and	impact	shopping	practices.	First,	the	retail	brand	decides	which	products	to	carry	and	not	carry.	Second,	many	retail	brands	may	attempt	to	combine	product	brands	together	in	unexpected	or	unanticipated	ways.	And	third,	retail	brands	send	messages	to	shoppers	about	their	editing	philosophy	within	an	immersive	environment.			 By	recognizing	the	curatorial	capacities	of	retail	brands,	we	also	recognize	retail	as	flexible	and	changing	over	time.	In	the	case	of	Alba,	the	rebrand	process	set	the	foundation	for	a	new	pathway,	but	not	a	rigid	structure.	Unlike	the	narrative	of	brands	developed	by	corporate	entities	and	then	pushed	on	local	outlets	around	the	globe,	the	Alba	brand	was	developed	in	collaboration	and	conversation	with	Garcia.	Moving	forward,	Garcia	and	any	Alba	partners	must	actively	take	up	the	role	of	curator,	constantly	deciding	“what’s	right”	for	the	store	to	sell,	based	on	a	flexible	set	of	principles,	which	include	healthy	snacking,	as	well	as	profitability.	In	one	follow-up	site	visit,	for	example,	packaged	snacks	that	were	arguably	“unhealthy”	had	gravitated	into	the	Healthy	Snacking	Zone,	as	Garcia	considered	different	ways	to	produce	the	zone.	Retail	space	is	remade	sometimes	daily	or	hourly,	and	is	constantly	in	flux,	much	the	same	way	curators	must	constantly	develop	and	hang	new	shows	for	their	galleries.		 Arguably	then,	the	retail	brand’s	role	poses	a	provocative	question,	with	important	implications	for	design:	In	a	situation	where	the	vast	and	expanding	catalog	of	product	brands	outstrips	the	physical	limitations	of	a	retail	space,	could	the	practice	of	curation	be	considered	as	valuable	as	products	themselves?	In	the	past,	when	retailers	failed	to	carry	a	product	
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brand,	it	was	considered	a	liability	or	a	negative	value.	Today,	deliberately	excluding	a	product	brand	or	purposely	juxtaposing	product	brands	to	inspire	consumer	solutions	(e.g.	snacking	occasions	or	meal	solutions)	may	be	part	of	a	brand’s	core	strategy	for	creating	value,	by	helping	shoppers	make	sense	of	things.	The	design	of	a	retail	brand’s	experience	can	embody	this	value.	Design	acknowledges	the	physical	limitations	of	space,	and	may	find	ways	to	use	those	limitations	to	benefit	and	even	accentuate	the	purpose	of	the	retail	brand.																	
Figure	4:	Healthy	Snack	Zone	after	Conversion	Photo	by	Rudy	Espinoza																		
Figure	5:	Alba	after	Conversion	Photo	by	Rudy	Espinoza	
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What	Is	Branded?	From	the	outset	of	the	rebrand	project,	everyone	on	the	team	agreed	the	existing	brand	name	“$1	Warehouse”	had	no	weight	or	memorability.	Exterior	signage	lacked	presence,	and	few	customers	could	recall	the	name,	according	to	Garcia	and	others.	Students	who	lived	and	studied	in	the	area	could	not	recall	the	corner	store’s	name,	even	after	shopping	there	many	times.	Garcia	did	not	care	about	or	like	the	name,	which	he	inherited	from	the	store’s	former	owner.	Nor	did	Garcia	own	any	legal	rights	to	the	name.	Moreover,	the	name	was	simply	untrue.	Neither	a	dollar	store,	nor	a	warehouse	store,	$1	Warehouse	attempted	to	index	categories	of	retail	format	that	did	not	match	anyone’s	expectations	of	the	store	experience.	Garcia	did	not	use	the	name	to	shape	his	product	offering,	which	might	have	entailed	selling	products	for	$1.		If	a	brand’s	name	and	logo	is	typically	associated	with	the	branding	process	(i.e.	the	imagined	act	of	indelibly	stamping	some	product	or	service),	then	in	considering	the	retail	brand,	and	mediation	brands	more	generally,	what	exactly	is	being	“branded”	here?	On	one	obvious	level,	the	store	itself	is	branded—the	facility,	space,	collection	of	products,	operations,	supply	chain	infrastructure	and	customer	services	offered.	And	by	extension,	if	we	follow	the	logic	of	contemporary	branding,	we	might	employ	Pine	and	Gilmore’s	(1999)	formula	that	the	experience	and	its	emotional	dimension,	personality	attributes	and	symbolic	associations	are	branded	alongside	the	tangible	physical	location	through	association	(Moore	2003).	But	by	looking	at	the	retail	brand	as	a	mediating	form,	we	might	instead	consider	the	process	or	mode	of	curation	as	what	is	being	branded.	In	turn,	retailers	may	brand	a	style	of	shopping	or	the	decision-making	acts	happening.		Retailer	brand	names	tend	towards	the	literal	and	functional,	as	opposed	to	the	more	emotional	and	symbolic	names	used	by	product	brands,	such	as	Nike,	Apple	or	even	Oreo.	Generally,	retail	brands,	especially	in	the	food	retail	sector,	tend	to	further	reinforce	their	intermediary	role	and/or	communicate	their	curatorial	role.	To	create	a	new	brand	name,	the	Alba	rebrand	team	reflected	on	the	new	brand	strategy,	and	sought	ways	to	distinguish	the	store	from	other	corner	stores,	which	could	similarly	lay	claim	to	being	a	snacking	destination.	Instead,	the	team	sought	to	imagine	connections	between	the	curation	of	the	healthy	snacking	category	and	some	source	of	unique	community	identity	or	Garcia’s	identity	that	might	lend	credibility,	meaning	or	dimension.	In	this	sense,	the	team	was	well	aware	of	their	role	in	the	cultural	production	of	this	new	retail	brand,	and	sought	to	co-create	value	with	their	consumer	base	(see	Arvidsson	2006,	Foster	2007).	The	naming	process	was	less	focused	on	invention,	and	more	focused	on	how	to	channel	cultural	meanings	from	elsewhere,	placing	the	brand	at	an	intersection.	
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Garcia	showed	interest	in	crafting	a	brand	that	customers	could	understand	and	relate	to,	and	that	could	build	a	more	loyal	following	in	a	sea	of	brand-less	corner	store	competitors	throughout	South	Los	Angeles.	Specifically,	he	described	his	desire	to	create	the	“Latino	7-Eleven,”	referencing	the	success	of	the	global	convenience	store	chain.	He	liked	the	recognizable	power	of	the	7-Eleven	brand,	as	well	as	its	professional	retail	standards,	but	knew	that	7-Eleven	was	not	targeting	a	Latino	audience.		The	rebrand’s	graphic	identity	actually	preceded	and	inspired	the	name	Alba	Snacks	&	Services.	The	graphics	sought	to	tap	into	a	more	“authentic”	identity	and	style	around	Garcia’s	Latino	heritage	and	social	practices	around	snacking,	while	appealing	to	a	more	youthful	audience	(see	Banet-Weiser	2012;	Davila	2002;	Hill	1988).6	Graphic	identity	development	worked	in	a	circular	fashion,	citing	various	reference	points	and	combining	influences	in	an	attempt	to	create	unforeseeable	and	imaginative	solutions	(see	Agha	2015;	Nakassis	2012;	Vann	2006).	The	process	began	with	an	examination	of	well-known	traditional	Guatemalan	textiles,	as	the	lead	graphic	designer	felt	that	the	textiles	were	an	obvious	reference	point	because	of	Garcia’s	Guatemalan	heritage,	however	cliché.	Further,	the	“zig-zag”	pattern	of	these	traditional	Guatemalan	textiles	resonated	with	the	concept	of	snacking,	because	the	designers	read	the	snack	as	a	similarly	temporary	form,	an	interval	between	more	permanent	shapes	and	a	quick	movement	from	one	direction	to	another.	The	traditional	zig-zag	pattern	was	further	developed	through	the	lens	of	the	Italian	fashion	brand	Missoni,	which	itself	cited	Guatemalan	textiles	as	an	inspiration.	Missoni’s	appropriation	reinforced	the	design	team’s	sense	that	this	brand	identity	could	be	youthful	and	fashionable,	with	a	touch	of	the	authentic.	Designers	tried	not	to	overwork	traditional	textile	motifs,	instead	using	the	pattern	as	a	more	subtle	touch	point.	They	hoped	to	capture	a	reference	to	the	authentic,	without	actually	trying	to	be	an	authentic	Guatemalan	brand.	They	reasoned	that	striving	for	authenticity	would	be	perceived	as	disingenuous	because	Central	American	food	products	represented	just	a	small	part	of	the	overall	product	selection	and	the	business	did	not	actually	originate	in	Guatemala.		The	naming	process	began	on	the	heels	of	developing	the	new	graphic	identity.	“Alba”	is	Garcia’s	wife’s	name.	As	a	word,	it	is	snack-like:	short,	memorable,	clear,	and	could	be	easily	pronounced	by	both	native	English	or	Spanish	speakers.	In	addition,	the	rebrand	team	reasoned	that	because	Alba,	the	person,	was	from	Guatemala	and	named	by	Guatemalan	parents,	it	had	a	satisfactory	degree	of	authenticity.	Similar	to	the	way	Guatemalan	textiles	were	cited	in	the	brand	identity	without	embracing	authenticity,	the	team	liked	that	“Alba”	again	cited	Guatemala	in	an																																																									6	We	understand	that	the	concept	of	“authentic”	cultural	identity	in	this	way	is	a	social	construction.	That	said,	drawing	on	local	understandings	of	“authenticity”	and	identity	are	important	tools	in	establishing	a	retail	brand.	See	also	Banet-Weiser	(2012).		
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indirect	manner.	The	rebrand	team	consciously	sought	to	engage	younger	Latinos	with	the	brand,	seeking	a	respectable	and	fashion-forward,	hip	destination.	This	was	a	deliberate	attempt	to	invoke	Latinidad	to	create	a	feeling	of	comfort	and	trust	in	Garcia’s	clientele	(see	Craciun	2012;	Davila	2002).	Garcia	whole-heartedly	approved	the	name,	expressing	delight	in	the	sound	of	his	wife’s	name,	and	his	family	embraced	the	brand.	The	title	“Snacks	and	Services”	was	appended	to	the	Alba	name	in	order	to	clarify	the	brand’s	offering.		 The	process	of	branding	Alba	illuminates	how	retail	brands	can	negotiate	relationships	between	cultural	traditions,	community	institutions	and	capitalist	projects,	including	vast	selections	of	products,	in	order	to	create	potentially	novel,	yet	familiar	brand	imaginaries.	Different	brand	forms	and	brand	strategies	pursue	different	pathways	toward	these	immersive	imaginary	spaces.	The	reference	point	for	a	product	brand	is	often	the	maker,	source	or	“birth”	of	the	commodity	(Coombe	1996),	and	the	product	brand’s	trustworthiness	and	perceived	value	often	centers	on	imagined	or	fictive	creative	acts,	whether	a	Louis	Vuitton	handbag	stitched	together	by	a	craftsman	or	an	Apple	iPhone	designed	in	California.	The	retail	brand,	on	the	other	hand,	often	revolves	around	the	concept	of	an	imagined	editor	or	curator,	whether	personified	by	a	name	such	as	Alba	or	an	organization	such	as	Walmart,	who	mixes	and	matches	products	and	selects	product	brands	from	a	wide	range	of	possibilities,	bringing	them	all	together	in	one	physical	space.	In	this	sense,	retail	brands	like	Alba	may	seek	to	reclaim	the	role	of	a	semi-sanctioned	intermediary	in	the	commodity	supply	chain	and	larger	cultural	imaginary	of	the	branding	world.			 As	Robert	Moore	(2003)	has	demonstrated,	the	value	of	brands	is	always	vulnerable,	not	only	to	cultural	and	market	forces,	but	also	to	shifting	legal	standards	and	regimes.	The	Alba	name	was	not	copyrighted	or	protected	legally.	In	fact,	other	corner	store	owners	were	invited	to	visit	the	store,	and	Garcia	and	Powell	on	various	occasions	explained	the	details	of	how	the	store	rebrand	worked	to	various	audiences.	The	legal	vulnerability	of	the	Alba	brand	is	certainly	a	function	of	limited	budget,	and	perhaps	if	the	store	grows	into	a	chain,	future	investors	may	secure	intellectual	property	rights.	But	this	legal	vulnerability	also	highlights	a	peculiarity	and	slipperiness	around	mediation	brands,	because	while	the	name	Alba	could	certainly	be	trademarked,	its	distinctiveness	is	not	its	name	or	product.	What	is	being	branded	is	a	practice	or	process	of	making	sense,	putting	the	object	world	into	context	and	ultimately,	making	decisions.	To	our	knowledge,	retailers	have	not	filed	lawsuits	claiming	curation	plagiarism	(though	there	are	certainly	instances	of	trademark	infringement	around	the	naming	of	retail	brands	and	their	branded	private	label	products).	This	speaks	to	the	mundane	yet	powerful	role	of	retailers,	as	mediation	brands	are	not	consumed	per	se,	but	they	consume	alongside	the	consumer.	In	the	case	of	retailers,	the	
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practice	of	shopping	in	a	specific	manner	is	branded.	And	an	examination	of	the	production	of	retail	brands,	especially	through	curation,	can	help	illuminate	the	ways	that	shopping	is	influenced.		
Conclusions	In	this	article,	we	show	that	the	retail	brand	is	useful	for	exploring	some	ways	brands	work,	in	business	and	beyond.	Alba	is	not	merely	providing	access	to	commodities	and	meeting	needs,	but	also	has	the	potential	to	shape	behavior	and	produce	culture.	The	larger	project	undertaken	by	brand	managers	and	strategists	at	all	levels	of	public	and	private	institutions,	big	and	small,	is	to	discover	new	ways	to	deliver	distinctive	and	memorable	proprietary	experiences,	as	well	as	encouraging	certain	types	of	behaviors	or	ways	of	thinking	and	making	sense	of	the	world.	Therefore,	the	social	role	of	brands	must	be	continually	interrogated	and	reevaluated	in	relation	to	everyday	consumption	practices.	This	constantly	shifting	terrain	may	frustrate	the	critique	of	branding	and	its	accompanying	capitalist	logic,	because	looking	at	branding	as	a	cultural	project	means	this	formula	may	be	appropriated	in	a	variety	of	ways	and	for	a	variety	of	different	purposes.	Drawing	on	insights	from	the	Alba	rebrand,	we	have	demonstrated	how	retail	brands	function	today	as	cultural	mediators.	This	is	perhaps	increasingly	important	and	valuable	for	people	in	a	context	of	greater	flows	of	information	and	unregulated	exposure	to	product	brands.	A	retail	brand,	even	a	small	corner	store	in	South	Los	Angeles,	has	the	potential	to	influence	how	people	shop	for	food	and	how	their	consumer	desires	and	habits	around	food	consumption	develop.	Other	deliberately	designed	and	immersive	environments	may	have	a	similar	capacity	to	impact	a	wide	variety	of	different	registers,	including	community	development,	business	development,	and	public	health.	The	immersive	and	embodied	retail	space	makes	the	communication	of	brand	there	unavoidable;	though	often	in	subtle	ways	that	go	unnoticed.		Finally,	the	Alba	rebrand	demonstrates	the	importance	of	considering	retail	brands	when	thinking	through	shifting	practices	of	consumption	across	the	globe.	The	way	in	which	a	retail	space	is	crafted	establishes	clear	links	between	brand	strategies	and	cultural	production	to	build	the	identity	of	a	space	that	people	interact	with	in	particular	ways,	which	may	be	telling	of	their	own	individual	or	collective	identities.		This	work	further	exposes	the	tension	between	local	desires	and	global	forces	in	how	retail	brands	function.		In	closing,	the	current	article	has	focused	on	the	conversion	and	production	of	a	new	retail	brand,	which	obviously	raises	the	question	and	problem	of	shopper	reception.	A	subsequent	article	by	the	authors	or	others	may	seek	to	fully	address	this	question	of	reception,	though	it	should	be	noted	that	the	production	of	this	brand	and	its	mediation	
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function	cannot	be	extricated	from	the	practice	or	ritual	of	shopping	or	consumption.	Preliminary	findings	nonetheless	suggest	that	the	Alba	store	saw	an	uptick	in	sales	and	shopper	traffic,	as	well	as	a	heightened	positive	reputation	in	the	local	community.			
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